Introduction
Cervical ripening is a prerequisite for normal labour and delivery. Therefore, cervical priming with prostaglandins is useful clinically when labour has to be induced (Karim et al, 1968) . However, this treatment fails in some women. More¬ over, labour contractions may be induced before cervical priming has been obtained. Therefore, new therapeutic princi¬ ples, for example the use of antiprogestins, need to be studied in relation to both the cervix and myometrium.
Rat and human myometria are composed mainly of muscular tissue. However, in the proximal cervix, the proportion of muscle comprises 40-50% in rats (Harkness and Harkness, 1959) , which is almost double that in women. Thus, cervical smooth muscle could play a significant role during labour in rats.
Several studies investigating the mechanism of labour have used isolated rat uterus in organ baths. Information about the passive and active mechanical properties of the cervix and myometrium, and the effects of pregnancy is a prerequisite for such studies. Length-tension relationships have been investi¬ gated in myometrial specimens from pregnant and postpartum rats (Izumi, 1985; Garfield and Beier, 1989) , but no data are available on rat cervical smooth muscle, in which only passive mechanical properties have been studied (Williams et al, 1982) .
Progesterone appears to restrain the activity of the myo¬ metrium during pregnancy (Stys et al, 1978; Kubli-Garfias et al, 1983) , and this is the basis of the 'progesterone-block' theory (Csapo, 1956) . In this theory, antiprogestin acts as a proges¬ terone receptor antagonist and thereby induces delivery in rats (Chwalisz et al, 1986 ) and other species including humans (Frydman et al, 1992) . This treatment seems to enhance responses to agonists like oxytocin in isolated myometrium in late pregnant and postpartum rats (Garfield and Beier, 1989 In the cervical specimens, spontaneous activity was observed after addition of Ca """-containing Krebs' solution in the first 5 min of a new length in the first 2-3 contractions and had always disappeared before L0 was reached. In specimens from the proximal cervix, spontaneous activity was seen in Fig. 3 ). Thus, Taclive at L0 increased fourfold over the first 18 days of gestation, and doubled again over the last 4 days before delivery.
Tartive at L0 in the cervix was at least doubled from the NP group to the group (Table 3) . In general, Tactive in the distal cervix was lower than that in the proximal part but, in both locations, an increase in Tactive was seen from day 18 until early labour (Table 3) (Izumi, 1985) , ewes (Stys et al, 1978) and women (Tumbull and Anderson, 1971) . Garfield and Beier (1989) found a lower amplitude of KCl-induced contractions in term pregnant than preterm rat myometrium, in contrast to the present finding of an almost twofold increase during this period. However, in the present study, assessment of length-tension relationships was performed to allow for standardized comparisons, and late pregnancy seemed to imply a further increase in the maximum myometrial contractile potential. Percentage of Lq of previous resting length (Lresting) Fig. 3 . Length-tension-curves for (a) corporal, (b) (Izumi, 1985) , and an increased number of Ca2+ and Na + membrane channels (Sperelakis et al, 1992 (Garfield et al, 1980; Kubli-Garfias et al, 1983) . This finding supports the early 'progesterone-block' theory (Csapo, 1956) and forms the rationale for the development of antiprogestins. These drugs enhance uterine sensitivity to contractile agonists (Bygdeman and Swann, 1985; Elger et al, 1987; Bygdeman et al, 1991) .
In the present study, antiprogestin treatment failed to affect cervical and myometrial length-tension relationships signifi¬ cantly, although a tendency towards increased contractility was seen, in agreement with the study of Garfield and Beier (1989) .
However, in a previous study, significant changes in cervical mechanical properties were observed (Raadestad, 1993) , which is consistent with the established use for induction of abortion when used in combination with prostaglandins. However, the present study indicated that the cervical and myometrial effects of this treatment is less marked than the changes induced by the endogenous priming process and early labour.
In conclusion, the present study defined length-tension relationships for 
